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Of  the  victims  of  the  English  witch  persecutions  none  has 
received  more  attention  than  the  Rev.  John  Lowes  or  Loes,  Vicar 
of  Brandeston  in  Loes  hundred  in  East  Suffolk,  and  recent 
research  having  disclosed  hitherto  unknown  details  relating  to 
his  early  life  and  turbulent  career  it  is  thought  that  a  brief  account 
will  be  welcomed. 

Nothing  has  come  to  hand  of  the  parentage  and  up-bringing 
of  the  obstreperous  parson,  but  he  may  have  been  related  to  his 
predecessor  the  Rev.  George  Lowes  or  Loes.1  Entering  St. 
John's  College,  Cambridge,  as  a  sizar  about  the  year  1590,  he 
graduated  B.A.  in  1593-4,  and,  under  the  name  “  Loves,"  pro¬ 
ceeded  M.A.  in  1597. 2  He  is  said  to  have  been  a  preacher  in  Bury 
St.  Edmunds  in  1594,  when  he  received  a  summons  to  appear 
“  before  the  synod  held  at  Ipswich,  for  not  conforming  to  the 
rites  of  the  Established  Church."3 4 

According  to  a  personal  statement  touching  upon  his  labours, 
learning  and  University  degrees,  he  accepted  preferment  and 
became  lawful  incumbent  of  the  vicarage  of  Brandeston  about 
the  year  1600.  The  actual  date  is  6  May  1596,  his  presentation 
being  by  gift  of  the  Assignee  of  Charles  Seckford,  esquire.  On 

12  Aug.  1599,  Brandeston,  he  married  Margaret  Holmes  of 
Cotton,  Suff. 

Star  Chamber  proceedings  of  sixteen  years  later*  provide  a 
most  valuable  sidelight  on  the  disquieting  happenings  of  the 
earlier  part  of  Lowes’  incumbency.  It  may  be  deduced  that  his 
zeal  outpacing  his  discretion,  he  aroused  the  animosity  of  a 
number  of  his  parishioners,  although  in  his  bill  he  categorically 
denied  ever  having  given  cause  of  offence,  but  on  the  contrary 
out  of  “  causeless  hatred  "  Jonas  Cooke  of  Brandeston,  yeoman, 

1  The  only  entry  as  vicar  is  34  Eliz.,  but  the  parish  register  records  the 
burial  of  a  George,  son  of  George  and  Alice  Lowes,  as  early  as  1580  (Davy 
MSS.  ;  Add.  MS.  19096,  ff.  129,  131b). 

2  Venn,  Matriculations  and  Degrees,  1913.  A  Nicholas  Loe,  became 
pensioner,  also  at  St.  John’s,  in  Mich.  1589.  Can  this  be  the  brother? 

3  Proc.  Suffolk  Inst,  of  Arch.,  x,  378. 

4  Lowes  v.  Barrow  and  others  ;  St.  Ch.  8,  200/27.  Bill  endorsed  18  Oct., 

13  Jas.  Answer  sworn  26  Oct. 
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Toby  Barrow,  Ellis  May,  Toby  Wade,  Richard  Daynes,  Thomas 
Nichollson  and  Robert  Wade,  “  fynding  their  guiltie  consciences 
gauled  by  his  preaching  and  doctryne,”  conspired  together  to 
cause  him  to  be  deposed  from  his  benefice. 

Cooke,  May  and  Toby  Wade,  in  their  joint  and  several  answers, 
have  a  very  different  tale.  If  the  complainant  has  had  the  educa¬ 
tion  claimed  they  “  doe  verie  muche  mervell  ”  ;  and  they  think 
that  the  bill  is  exhibited  against  them  out  of  a  “  turbelent  sperite 
being  possessed  wth  an  humor  of  multitude  of  vexac'ons.”  During 
the  fifteen  years  of  his  incumbency  he  has  “  most  inviously 
plaged  and  molested  his  neighbours.”  When  preaching,  he 
“  doth  particularly  tante  and  checke  diverse  of  his  poore  and 
honest  neighbours  wth  manye  reproches  and  most  commonlie 
inveyinge  against  the  Scotishe  nation,  and  in  cattekisinge  of  the 
youthe  he  dothe  teach  strange  points  of  doctrine  not  fitt  in  this 
most  hon’able  place  to  be  repeated.” 

Moreover,  the  answer  continues,  “  he  has  stirred  up  many 
contentions  among  his  neighbours  as  well  at  common  law  as  in 
sundry  ecclesiastical  courts.”  At  divers  times  he  would  fight 
and  quarrel  in  the  Church  and  churchyard  of  Brandeston  with 
his  parishioners,  and  on  one  occasion  “  did  stricke  and  beate  one 
John  Scotte  so  that  the  bloude  did  gushe  and  rune  out  of  his 
nose  and  heade.”  To  shun  his  oppressions  various  neighbours 
removed  from  Brandeston. 

Trouble  with  Ellis  May,  a  near  neighbour,  had  certainly 
occurred  early  in  1614,  when  he  built  a  pigsty  against  “  the 
Viccars  barne.”  Subsequent  proceedings  in  the  King's  Bench, 
Hilary  term,  12  Jas.  (1614/5)  were  abandoned.  1  The  same  term, 
at  General  Sessions  of  the  Peace  held  at  Woodbridge,  11  January, 
jurors  were  sworn  to  enquire  whether  John  Loes,  clerk,  "  was  a 
common  barrectator  and  perturbator  of  the  peace  and  a  person 
of  bad  name,  fame,  etc.”2  Defendant,  by  certiorare,  removed  the 
indictment  into  the  King's  Bench,  and  it  may  be  inferred,  obtained 
a  verdict  of  “  not  guilty.” 

The  Vicar’s  opponents  not  only  accused  him  of  barratrous 

1  May  v.  Lowes  ;  K.B.27,  1448,  m.  79. 

a  K.B.9,  747  (ii)  97. 
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conduct,  but  also  suspected  him  of  harbouring  witches,  a  suppos¬ 
ition  soon  to  propagate  a  belief  that  he  practised  the  black  art 
himself,  and  to  suggest  a  means  of  obtaining  his  removal.  The 
defendants  particularise  :  "He  had  much  dailie,  ffrequent,  & 
familier  company  with  Ann  Annson,  a  most  vilde  &  wicked 
wiche.”  The  Vicar  took  her  part  against  a  woman  bailed  by 
Jonas  Cooke,  and  again,  when  Ellis  May  procured  a  warrant  for 
her  apprehension,  on  a  charge  of  "  bewitchinge  &  murtheringe 
to  death  ”  his  father  John  May,  he  vowed  that  he  would  "  undoe 
him  or  make  him  to  runn  the  contrie.”  Ann  having  fled  to  the 
house  of  Lowes,  and  being  taken  by  a  trick,  he  threatened  : 
"  By  Jesus  God  ”  had  he  known  they  intended  to  carry  her 
away  he  would  “  have  shutt  bolits  in  ther  flesh,  and  did  swere 
wth  most  fearfull  othes,  that  if  they  did  sett  her  in  the  stockes 
or  if  she  were  sicke  or  had  any  harme  then  he  would  be  revenged.” 
The  minister  and  his  brother  Nicholas  bailed  Ann,  but  at  the 
Assizes  held  at  Bury  St.  Edmunds  on  9  Feb.  1614/5,  she  was 
indicted,  arraigned,  and  condemned  to  death  by  hanging. 

Significantly  the  witchcraft  did  not  cease  !  After  the  execu¬ 
tion,  horses,  cattle,  and  goods  of  the  witnesses  “  did  most  stranglie 
perishe,  languish  and  decay,”  and  little  doubt  existed  as  to  the 
agent.  Francis,  son  of  Jonas  Cooke,  being  unnaturally  visited 
and  distracted  with  "  his  mouth  and  face  most  whofullie  drawne 
out  of  the  right  course,”  the  Vicar,  diagnosing  witchcraft,  put  a 
“  certayne  cheane  lyke  gould  ”  about  the  child,  remarking  that 
it  possessed  “  more  vertue  than  all  the  world  did  knowe.”  At 
first  the  distressed  infant  did  “  somewhat  amende.”  Another 
proof  !  On  one  occasion  Jonas  having  speech  with  the  Minister 
observed  "  that  he  had  good  lucke  to  horsfleshe  sethence  that  he 
did  marrye  his  wife,  she  being  the  weddowe  of  a  grave  parson, 
ther  wthall  not  thinkeing  any  hurt  did  repeat  an  ould  merie 
proverbe  that  he  that  would  have  good  lucke  to  horsefleshe  must 
lye  wth  a  parson’s  wife.”  Upon  this  the  Vicar  angrily  promised 
to  make  him  repent,  and  soon  afterwards  his  horses  and  cattle 
in  mysterious  and  abnormal  manner  perished  and  decayed. 
About  3  May  1615  his  daughter  Mary  became  unnaturally 
afflicted,  striking  out  and  crying  most  grievously,  and  after 
languishing  for  three  days,  died. 
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It  cannot  be  doubted  that  these  happenings  caused  most 
adverse  and  injudicious  comment  from  the  more  superstitious 
parishioners  of  Brandeston,  and  in  particular,  certain  speeches 
made  publicly  at  Stradbroke,  by  Barrow  and  Cooke,  upon  the 
same  day  as  the  death  last  noticed,  were  taken  down  and,  within 
a  few  days,  founded  upon  in  actions  for  slander  or  “  trespass 

upon  the  case  for  words,”  as  termed. 

Mr.  Lowes  ys  a  Witche  &  I  will  p’ve  him  so  and  I  have  seene  him  &  his 
impes  or  evill  spirittes  appeare  to  me  in  the  night  tyme  in  my  chamber,  who 
said  come  lett  us  kill  him  &  then  the  rest  will  be  quiett  (Toby  Barrow)1 

Mr.  Lowes  ys  a  Wytche  and  I  will  p’ve  him  so  and  I  have  sene  him  and 
his  impes  or  evell  sprites  appeare  to  me  m  the  mght  time  in  my  chamber 
and  he  did  bewitche  a  childe  of  myne  (Jonas  Cooke)2 

Lowes  brought  his  two  bills  into  the  King’s  Bench  in  Easter 
term  (26  Apr.  to  22  May),  but  by  virtue  of  a  writ  of  nisi  prius 
the  causes  came  up  for  trial  at  the  assizes  held  at  Bury  St. 
Edmunds  on  19  July,  1615,  when  Cooke  and  Barrow  were  found 
guilty,  the  former  having  to  pay  a  total  mulct  of  30/.,  and  the 
latter,  about  14 1.  The  defendants  also  militant,  early  in  the 
same  month  of  July,  had  successfully  engineered  the  apprehension 
of  the  Vicar,  upon  suspicion  of  witchcraft  and  murder.  At  the 
Assizes  at  Bury  St.  Edmunds,  19  July  1615,  the  prosecutors 

preferred  four  several  bills  of  indictment  charging  : — 

1.  That  he  did  by  witchcraft  and  sorcery  kill  and  murder  Mary  Cooke  at 
Brandeston  on  6  May  last  past  (1615). 

2.  That  at  Brandeston,  he  murdered  George,  son  of  John  Pulham  of 
Framlingham,  gent.,  by  giving  him  a  cup  of  poison  whereof  he  died 
on  29  Apr.,  9  Tas.  (1611). 

3.  That  he  had  been  an  abettor  of  Ann  Amyson  (sic),  spinster,  of  Brande¬ 
ston,  who  had  been  condemned  for  having  at  Hoo,  Suff .,  by  witchcraft, 
consumed  and  destroyed  kine  belonging  to  Toby  Barrow. 

4.  That  in  the  churchyard  of  Brandeston  with  force  and  arms  upon  John 
Scott  of  Brandeston,  husbandman,  did  make  an  assault  with  a  cudgel. 

In  a  desire  to  frame  other  charges  various  persons  were 
importuned,  but  declined  to  testify  against  the  Vicar.  Lowes 
being  arraigned  before  Sir  John  Doderidge,  Kt.,  and  May  not 
being  “  fuilie  provided  of  his  wittnesses,  the  Jurye  of  Triall  ” 
acquitted  the  prisoner  at  bar. 

The  Vicar’s  opponents,  determined  to  try  again,  in  September 
following,  obtained  another  warrant,  and  “  for  more  shame,”  as 

1  Lowes  v.  Barrow  ;  K.B.27,  1451,  m.  113. 

2  Lowes  v.  Cooke  ;  K.B.27,  1451 ,  m.  114. 
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Lowes  expresses  it,  caused  a  "  watch  and  warde  of  diverse 
parishioners  ”  to  be  kept  about  his  dwelling-house,  he  being  then 
dangerously  sick,  and  would  have  broken  in  had  not  their 
“  furie  and  violence  been  stayed  ”  by  the  order  of  Thomas  Clinch, 
J.P.  At  the  Quarter  Sessions  held  at  Woodbridge  on  4  October 
1615,  Lowes  personally  appeared,  when  no  person  would  charge 
him.  Two  weeks  later  he  exhibited  a  bill  of  complaint  in  the 
Star  Chamber,  but  beyond  the  answer  of  Cooke,  May  and  Wade, 
no  further  record  of  the  proceedings  is  preserved. 

Probably  Lowes  gained  the  day,  for  it  appears  that  Cooke 
decided  to  woo  fortune  in  the  King’s  Bench,  with  an  action  upon 
the  case  for  words,  and  in  Hilary  term,  1616/7,  bled  a  bill  alleging 
that  at  Easton  on  1  May,  14  Jas.  (1616)  the  Vicar  slanderously 
declared  : 

Jonas  Cooke  is  a  witch  and  I  will  p’ve  him  to  be  a  witch  and  I  will  be 
bound  to  the  kinge  in  a  hundred  poundes  to  give  evidence  against  hym 
for  witchcraft  &  murther.i 

Lowes  traversed  the  declaration  of  plaintiff,  issue  being  thereby 
joined,  but  the  roll  is  blank  as  to  the  verdict. 

For  the  next  sixteen  years  little  has  been  traced  of  the  Vicar. 
A  pamphlet  records  his  arraignment  and  conviction  for  barratry 
before  ”  Mr.  Justice  Barkley  ”  at  Bury  Assizes.  Having  the  name 
of  the  judge,  it  is  possible  to  date  this  trial,  1633-5.  1641  a 

determined  attempt  was  made  to  obtain  the  expulsion  of  Lowes 
and  another  minister,  Thomas  Fowkes  of  Earl  Soham,  from  their 
benefices,  and  repeated  petitions  were  presented  by  the  “  County 
of  Suffolk  ”  to  the  Archbishop  of  Canterbury.  Fowkes  is 
described  as  a  convicted  homicide,  Lowes  as  a  barrator,  and  of 
a  pragmatic  disposition,  and  “  a  great  solicitor  both  at  common 
law  and  spiritual.”  The  latter  is  “  also  a  brave  physitian  and 
chirurgian,  and  can  doe  more  hurt  in  one  houre,  then  the  best 
Physitian  doe  good  in  a  yeare  ;  and  for  a  souldier  he  could  have 
conquered  more  by  his  art  and  military  skill,  then  ever  Generali 
Lesly  or  Spinola.”  Much  more  is  to  the  same  effect,  but  the 
Archbishop  (then  in  the  Tower)  would  have  none  of  it,  the 
petitioners  being  directed  to  the  High  Commission,  a  tribunal  then 


1  Cooke  v.  Lowes  ;  K.B.27,  1464,  m.  337  ;  Trin.  15  Jas. 
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practically  defunct.  This  rebuff  led  to  the  publication  in  1642 
of  an  anonymous  pamphlet,  1  with  the  petition  and  the  following 

affidavit,  sworn  before  a  Master  in  Chancery  : 

A.S.  of  Woodbridge  in  the  County  of  Suffolk,  Gent.,  maketh  oath  that  he 
knowes  and  hath  seene  Iohn  Lowes  of  Brandeston  in  Suffolke,  Clerke,  twice 
indicted  and  once  arraigned  for  witchcraft,  and  knowes  him  to  be  convicted 
by  law  for  a  common  Barettor  upon  a  full  triall  at  the  Assises  in  Suffolke  .  .  . 
Jur.  4  die  Augusti,  1641.  Iohn  Page. 

In  the  Summer  of  1645  the  suspicion  of  Lowes'  association 
with  the  Devil  received  a  new  lease  of  life  with  the  arrival  of  the 
puritanical  fanatics,  Matthew  Hopkins  and  John  Stearne,  fresh 
from  their  death-dealing  purification  crusade  in  Essex  and 
Norfolk.2  Apprehension  speedily  followed.  An  account  of  the 
shocking  treatment  received  by  the  aged  minister  (now  over 
seventy)3,  written  by  Mr.  Revett,  lord  of  the  manor  of  Brandeston, 
about  1666,  has  found  its  way  into  the  parish  register  : — 

I  have  heard  it  from  y“  yt  watched  with  him  yt  they  kept  him  awake 
several  Nights  together,  &  ran  him  backwards,  and  forwards  abt  ye  Room, 
until  he  out  of  Breath.  Then  they  rested  him  a  little,  and  then  ran  him 
again  ;  &  thus  they  did  for  several  Days  and  Nights  together,  till  he  was 
weary  of  his  Life,  &  was  scarce  sensible  of  what  he  said  or  did.  They  swam 
him  at  Framlingham,  but  yt  was  no  true  Rule  to  try  him  by  ;  for  they  put 
in  honest  People  at  ye  same  Time,  &  they  swam  as  well  as  he.  4 

In  England  the  use  of  instruments  of  torture  not  being  allowed, 
Hopkins  adopted  walking,  starving,  keeping  awake,  and  swimming, 
to  extort  confessions.5  Ill-treatment  of  this  nature  could  be 
prolonged  until  the  victim  broke  down  physically  and  mentally, 
and  became  willing  to  admit  or  sign  anything  to  obtain  the 
promised  release.  So  in  the  end  the  distressed  old  man  yielded, 
confessing  to  Hopkins,  that  having  made  a  covenant  with  the 
Devil,  and  sealed  it  with  his  blood,  he  received  three  familiars, 
which  sucked  on  the  marks  found  upon  his  body.  He  did  much 
harm  by  sea  and  land,  and  one  day  being  at  Landguard  Fort, 

1  A  Magazine  of  Scandail,  or  A  heape  of  wickednesse  of  two  infamous 
Ministers.  Printed  at  London  for  R.H,  1642. 

2  For  an  account  of  the  campaign  of  Hopkins  with  transcript  of  original 
documents,  see  Witch  Hunting  and  Witch  Trials,  1929,  pp.  221-23 1  ;  Witch¬ 
craft  and  Demonianism,  1933,  pp.  254-314. 

3  Dr.  Francis  Hutchinson,  1718,  p.  66,  quoting  Baxter,  makes  him  "  near 
four-score  years  old  ;  but  I  cannot  trace  this  in  The  Certainty  of  Spirits, 
1691. 

4  }.  H.  Rivett-Carnac  in  Notes  and  Queries,  12  Mar.  1896,  pp.  223-4. 

5  On  torture,  see  Witch  Hunting,  pp.  65-69  ;  Witchcraft  and  Demon¬ 
ianism,  pp.  120-4. 
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near  Harwich  to  preach,  he  bid  his  yellow  imp  to  sink  a  new 
vessel  sailing  in  the  middle  of  a  large  fleet,  and  soon  observed  it 
labouring  excessively  in  a  raging  sea,  and  shortly  afterwards 
founder.  By  this  act  he  made  fourteen  widows  in  a  quarter  of 
an  hour,  and  rejoiced  to  realise  the  power  of  his  imps.* 

Further  admissions  of  this  fanciful  nature  being  obtained, 
and  a  search  revealing  incriminating  body  marks,  Lowes  was 
indicted  and  arraigned  at  Bury  St.  Edmunds  in  August  1645. 
The  Civil  War  having  broken  out,  the  regular  justices  did  not 
go  on  circuit,  but  a  special  commission  of  oyer  and  terminer  was 
constituted,  the  judge  being  Serjeant  John  Godbolt,  and  added 
to  the  commission  were  the  nonconformist  divine  Samuel  Fair- 
clough,  rector  of  Kedington,  near  Haverhill,  and  Edmund  Calamy, 
who  had  been  elected  to  the  perpetual  curacy  of  St.  Mary  Alder- 
manbury  in  1639.  Lowes,  notwithstanding  a  stout  retraction  of 
his  confession,  being  found  guilty,  with  one  other  man  and 
sixteen  women  suffered  death  on  27  August  1645,  some  fifty  more 
Suffolk  victims  being  hanged  shortly  afterwards. 

Dr.  Francis  Hutchinson,  having  spoken  with  persons  of  credit, 
who  had  attended  the  trial,  in  1718,  recorded  that  the  condemned 
minister  coming  to  the  place  of  execution  and  determined  to 
have  Christian  burial,  pluckily  read  the  office  himself.1 2 3  His  widow 
survived  him  three  years,  being  buried  at  Brandeston  in  September 
1648.3 

The  whole  narrative  frames  a  striking  picture  of  the  lives  of 
our  ancestors  in  the  small  communities  ten  or  twelve  generations 
back,  and  the  terrible  revenge  to  be  obtained  by  aid  of  the  Law 
through  the  acceptance  of  the  deplorable  doctrine  of  the  Church  : 
“  Thou  shalt  not  suffer  a  witch  to  live.” 


1  Witch  Hunting,  p.  300;  Witchcraft  and  Demonianism,  p.  291. 

2  An  Historical  Essay  concerning  Witchcraft,  p.  68. 

3  Add.  MS.  19096,  f.  131b. 


By  the  same  Author. 


Witch  Hunting  and  Witch  Trials.  The  Indictments  for  Witch¬ 
craft  from  the  Records  of  1373  Assizes  held  for  the  Home 
Circuit  A.D.  1559-1736.  With  7  illustrations  from  con¬ 
temporary  prints.  8vo.  xxiv,  345  pp.  (Kegan  Paul,  Trench, 
Trubner,  &  Co.,  1929.  21/-  net.  Out  of  print). 

“  A  valuable  addition  to  our  knowledge  of  the  law.” 

— ■ The  New  Statesman,  9th  November,  1929. 

“  Excellent  in  its  account  of  the  successive  laws  relating  to  witchcraft, 
and  gives  admirably  accessible  statistics.” 
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